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Teaching Harmony, Voice Leading, and Form with Haydn’s Early Keyboard Sonatas  
by Olga Sánchez-Kisielewska 




Haydn’s keyboard sonatas have not received much attention in music theory textbooks—at least in 
comparison to those by Mozart and Beethoven or to other genres by Haydn. In this article, I present the 
early keyboard sonatas (Hob. XVI: 1–10) as an effective repertoire to teach concepts and skills from the 
core music theory curriculum. These pieces combine brevity, simplicity, thin texture, and a formulaic 
language, thus facilitating strategies such as teaching entire movements instead of excerpts, introducing 
examples through sound before sight, or teaching voice leading by memorization of prototypical 
patterns. Three sets of activities, each based on a movement from one of these sonatas and tested in the 
classroom, illustrate the pedagogical benefits of this body of works. The Largo of the Sonata in B-flat 
major, Hob. XVI:2 provides an adequate entry point to the study of the augmented sixth chord. With the 
Andante of the Sonata in G major, Hob. XVI:8, I review diatonic harmony, phrase structure, cadence 
types, binary form, modulation, tonicization, and sequences in just nine measures of music. The 
Menuetto from Sonata in C major Hob. XVI: 16 is used as a model for a composition project, in a series 




Over the past several years of teaching first-year music theory and aural skills, I have found myself 
returning repeatedly to Haydn’s early keyboard sonatas.1 This tendency departs from the choice of 
 
1 By “early” sonatas, I refer to the first ten in the Hoboken catalogue, Nos. 1–4, 8–11, and 13–14 in Christa Landon’s edition. 
These sonatas—some originally entitled Partita (Nos. 1,2, 10, 11, 13, 14) or Divertimento (Nos. 3–9)—are considered 
representative of a galant, early classical style (Landon 1966, xx). This body of works presents problems of chronology and 
authenticity. Landon considers nos. 9, 13 and 14 “indubitably genuine” and argues that nos. 1–3, 6, 8, 10 and 11 “may also 
be considered genuine.” See Christa Landon, “Preface” in Haydn: Complete Sonatas for Piano (Universal Edition, 1965). 
Scholars agree that these pieces were written before 1765, most likely before Haydn’s appointment as Vice-Kappelmeister 
of Esterházy at 1761, see Elaine Sisman, “Haydn’s Solo Keyboard Music.” In Eighteenth-century Keyboard Music, edited 
by Robert L. Marshall (New York: Routledge, 2003), 248. The earliest ones date back to the early 1750s and are among 
Haydn’s earliest surviving works, see Robert Levin, “Preface.” In Haydn Sammtliche Klaviersonaten, Band 1, (Vienna: 
Schott, 2009), xiii. 
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examples found in today’s music theory textbooks: although Haydn’s oeuvre is typically well 
represented, the piano sonata is not a frequently featured genre. (By contrast, piano sonatas clearly 
predominate for textbook examples by Mozart and Beethoven, as shown in Figure 1). My choice to 
focus on this repertoire, in the classroom and in this article, is not without hesitation. Arguably, the 
classical piano sonata (and the music of the classical period for that matter) is over-represented in the 
music theory curriculum. Additionally, Haydn’s early sonatas, written for players with limited 
technical skills, lack the complexity and intricacy  of detail (qualities often associated with artistic 
merit) of other works by Haydn.2 But precisely because of their simplicity, the early keyboard sonatas 
hold great pedagogical potential for students who are taking their initial steps in the study of the 
harmonic syntax and formal procedures of the music from the common-practice period.  
 
The beginning of my pedagogical engagement with these pieces coincided with the realization of 
certain cornerstones of my teaching philosophy. These principles include starting activities and lesson 
plans with aural activities (working with sound before turning to written music), favoring “real” music 
over artificial examples (a maxim that I aim to embrace even for dictation and part-writing exercises), 
and using entire pieces over excerpts as often as possible (a corollary of this principle is to teach form 
from an early stage, not after completing the study of harmony—as often introduced in music theory 
textbooks).  To be sure, many colleagues share these pedagogical principles.3 Yet the implementation 







2 As Elaine Sisman put it, “Because compositions that make only moderate technical demands are today typically judged 
less valuable than those combining virtuosity with musical substance, Haydn’s sonatas before the London period have 
been tainted by this association with dilettantism and the market.” Sisman, “Haydn’s Solo Keyboard Music,” 247. 
 
3 For example, Jennifer Snodgrass advocates for the importance of “sound before sight,” see Jennifer Snodgrass, Teaching 
Music Theory: New Voices and Approaches, (Oxford University Press, 2020), 196–97. On teaching entire pieces of 
music, Melissa Hoag invites students to venture “into the wild” and analyze complete works as often as possible, see 
Melissa Hoag “Into the Wild with Haydn: a Piece-Driven Approach to Form and Analysis Pedagogy.” Poster presented at 
the conference Pedagogy into Practice, University of Santa Barbara (2019) . 
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Figure 1: Number of musical examples featuring piano sonatas and string quartets by Haydn, 
Mozart, and Beethoven in three music theory textbooks (A Concise Introduction to Tonal 
Harmony by Poundie Burstein and Joseph Straus, The Musician’s Guide to Theory and 





The early keyboard sonatas by Haydn display multiple features that align well with the guidelines 
described above. In some of these sonatas, Haydn wrote miniature movements: seven binary forms 
are no longer than 24 bars, and some of the sonata allegros unfold in less than 50. The reduced 
extension of these movements facilitates the discussion of form in tandem with harmony (the one-
page sonatinas provide an easy and time-efficient introduction to sonata form). Brief movements are 
also well suited for class activities limited to a short time, as well as reviews and tests (where time 
limitations are particularly pressing). Besides the convenience of their brevity, the clarity of their 
texture (leaner overall than in their Mozartian counterparts) makes these sonatas excellent materials 
for two-part transcriptions and sing-and-play exercises.4 Materials for early melodic dictation can also 
 
4 On the importance of the sing-and-play in music theory and aural skills courses, see Samantha Inman, “The Sing-and-
Play,” poster presented at the conference Pedagogy into Practice, University of Santa Barbara (2019). 
 
4 
Sánchez-Kisielewska, Olga. “Teaching Harmony, Voice Leading, and Form with Haydn’s Early Keyboard 
Sonatas”  
HAYDN: Online Journal of the Haydn Society of North America 10.2 (Fall 2020), http://haydnjournal.org.   
© RIT Press and Haydn Society of North America, 2020.  Duplication without the express permission of the author, RIT Press, 
and/or the Haydn Society of North America is prohibited.  
     
 
be found here: for example, in the Allegro of the Sonata in C major Hob. XVI:3 and the minuet of 
Hob. XVI:1 much music proceeds exclusively by stepwise motion and tonic triad leaps. Another 
pedagogical advantage of this body of works is their extremely formulaic language. When being 
introduced to a particular style, students benefit from learning conventions in their most prototypical 
form and these sonatas are especially rich in melodic clichés and stereotypical patterns—before 
Haydn began to develop his “quirky individualism”.5  
 
The remainder of this article presents three sets of activities, each based on one movement from one 
of the early sonatas, that could be used or adapted for the first-year music theory and aural skills 
classroom. The first set of activities is a quite detailed lesson plan for teaching the augmented sixth 
chord, motivated by a specific example. The first time I implemented these activities, they led to such 
a successful classroom experience that I have repeated the same lesson plan with little variation in 
subsequent years. The second and third sets of activities present flexible combinations of homework 
assignments and in-class exercises that could be easily modified and adapted to other short, binary 
form movements. I have tested all these activities, or variants thereof, in the second and third 
quarters of a year-long sequence in tonal harmony and voice leading (roughly corresponding to late 
Music Theory I/early Music Theory II in a typical four-semester curriculum). 
 
II. An uncommon example for a common topic: the augmented sixth chord in the Sonata in B-flat 
major, Hob. XVI:2 
 
My preferred piece for introducing the augmented sixth chord into the chord vocabulary of the 
common-practice period is the Sonata No. 11 in B-flat major, Hob.XVI:2.6 In the Largo in G minor, 
multiple musical parameters contribute to bring listeners’ attention to the augmented sixth: a 
 
5 Sisman, “Haydn’s Solo Keyboard Music,” 249. 
 
6 Jennifer Snodgrass finds teaching this chord a “defining moment” in the study of harmony, which “helps students feel 
that they have arrived at the gates of harmonic mastery,” Teaching Music Theory, 168. It should also be noted that, 
within the current cultural climate and desire for curricular change, the augmented sixth stands as a proxy of knowledge 
that has been traditionally included in the music theory curriculum but is not necessarily relevant to 21st century 
musicians— or at least not as relevant as to justify the time dedicated in the classroom. See Stefanie Acevedo and Toby 
Rush, “What if We Throw it All Out and Start Over? Exchanging Tradition for relevance in the Theory Curriculum,” 
paper presented at Music Theory Midwest Online, 2020. 
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thickening of texture, the introduction of syncopation, and a sudden change in register (Example 1). 
The combination of tempo, texture, and a slow and regular harmonic rhythm make hearing harmony 
a relatively simple task. Relying on these accessible features, I present the example (in this case 
limited to the first phrase) with a series of aural activities that proceed from the known to the 
unknown. Score analysis and the introduction of new concepts and terms arrive at the end of the 
lesson, only after having engaged substantially with harmonic and melodic structures in a purely aural 
fashion.  
 





We dedicate the first hearing to getting acquainted with the phrase and identifying cadences. The 
majority of students easily name the half cadence at bar 8. The goal of the second hearing is to “Do/Ti 
test” the excerpt.7 This technique fosters active listening and enables students to “understand 
harmonies quickly, accurately, and holistically” by singing or audiating (inner-hearing) a guide-tone 
as they listen. The task is to hold Do as long as possible, alternating between Do and Ti in response to 
 
7 Daniel Stevens, “Symphonic Hearing: Mastering Harmonic Dictation Using the Do/Ti Test,” Journal of Music Theory 
Pedagogy 30 (2016): 111–76. 
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the harmonic context. Do-chords include tonic and also chords with predominant function; dominant 
harmonies invite shifting to the leading tone.8 Do/Ti-testing an excerpt helps listeners identify 
harmonic function in real time. Example 2 (audio only available for online article) contains a 
recording from group of students applying the test to the phrase by Haydn. As I played at the piano 
and students sang, a volunteer wrote solfège syllables on a timeline at the board, reflecting the choices 
of the majority of the class. Although I also use the Do/Ti test for recordings, performing live gives the 
opportunity to stop and give students time to adjust, or to focus on specific chords. (An additional 
advantage of Haydn’s easy “Divertimento” sonatas is that they are accessible for instructors with 
varying levels of keyboard skills).  
 
Class reaction at the end of the exercise signaled a felicitous, teachable moment: students seemed 
inclined to shift to “Ti” when they heard the augmented sixth chord (arguably due to their perception 
of musical tension), only to realize the illness of fit between the leading tone and the chord at hand. 
Some students returned to Do, an advanced learner bypassed the rules of the exercise to sing Fi, and 
the majority of the class resolved their cognitive dissonance with a chuckle. This experience, which I 
did not exactly anticipate but has been replicated by different groups in different academic years, 
provides an ideal opportunity to introduce the altered predominant. Students do not know yet that 
they are about to learn about a new chord, but they have discovered by themselves that there is 
something “special” happening before the cadence, arguably awakening their curiosity. 
  
Although the moment described above is already ripe for presenting the new element in the chord 
vocabulary, I often choose to delay this moment and continue the process of self-discovery by focusing 
on the bass—I typically encourage students to infer harmony from the melodic behavior of bass lines 
before they examine actual vertical sonorities.9 I ask students to transcribe the bass line or sing along 
with solfège (just one note per measure), either individually or with one student annotating at the 
 
8 Even if the actual tonic pitch is not present in a given predominant chord, such as a ii6 , Do could be added and certainly 
suits the chord better than Ti. An additional, guiding-tone exercise using Mi and Fa confirms the distinction between 
tonic and predominant chords. 
 
9 See Olga Sánchez-Kisielewska, “The Rule of the Octave in First-Year Undergraduate Theory: Teaching in the Twenty-
First Century with Eighteenth-Century Strategies,” Journal of Music Theory Pedagogy 31 (2017): 113–34. 
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board, adding a second layer of information to the timeline that already includes the results of the 
Do/Ti test. From my experience, the activity results in one of two outcomes: students either transcribe 
the bass line correctly, or they make a mistake at bar 7, writing F-sharp or F-natural instead of E-flat. 
I embrace this error, since it provides an opportunity to focus on the melodic approach to scale 
degrees flat-six and eventually five, characteristic of the augmented sixth. After these two activities, 
students have not only identified but also physically experienced through listening and singing the 
alternation of tonic and dominant harmonies at the beginning of the phrase, followed by a tense 
predominant—with Le in the bass—leading to a clear half cadence. It is at this point when I finally 
distribute the score to examine the notes that form the chord, continuing with the traditional 
explanation of chord components, spelling, voice leading, and variants.  
 
An added benefit of this Largo for teaching the augmented sixth chord is that the melody thematizes 
melodic motion between scale degrees flat six and five, the voice-leading path prescribed by the 
chord. Although I do not require a complete transcription of the right hand, I do bring students’ 
attention to the oscillation between D and E-flat in bars 1 and 5, G and F-sharp in bar 3, and E-flat 
and D in bar 3. Students identify scale degrees and sing the parts of the melody with solfège. After 
having heard and sang the obstinate alternation between E-flat and D in the melody (no less than 
eight times in six measures), hearing the bass line conclude the phrase with the same gesture proves 
particularly gratifying, as if the left hand acknowledged and emphasized the “preoccupation” of the 
right.  
 
With this set of activities, I introduce a new chord into a palette of familiar harmonies. From the point 
of view of curriculum, the augmented sixth chord is the topic covered in the class. From the point of 
view of student engagement and time dedicated within the lesson, the main object of study is not the 
chord as an abstract concept but the music and how the chord materializes in the piece. Students 
learn about the augmented sixth as a by-product of investigating and performing harmonic function, 
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III. Less can be more: Sonata in G major, Hob. XVI:8 
 
The Andante of the Sonata in G major, Hob. XVI:8 (Example 3) unfolds in just nine measures. In 
barely a minute of music including repeats, one hears binary form, periodic structures, three different 
types of cadences, tonicization, modulation, and a chromatic sequence—a Fonte, using the term 
coined by Joseph Riepel and recuperated as part of the lexicon of Robert Gjerdingen’s galant 
schemata.10 This sonata, which figures among Haydn’s earliest keyboard pieces, is part of a group 
“obviously aimed at the technically (still) inexperienced amateur.”11 It also serves well for the 
technically (still) inexperienced music theory student.  
 




10 Robert Gjerdingen, Music in the Galant Style (Oxford University Press: 2007), 61–71. 
 
11 Levin, Sammtliche Klaviersonaten, xiv. 
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For those learners who are just starting to develop their analytical skills, the vertical accumulation of 
notes requires time to process. Pieces with a thin texture place fewer cognitive demands and help 
minimize the risk of overwhelming students with information. Music in two parts especially 
encourages students to approach the music of this period as a combination of melody and bass, and to 
pay attention to the contrapuntal relation between them rather than focusing primarily on harmony. I 
have recently introduced the Andante of Hob. XVI:8 by providing students with a score that included 
only the left hand (ending on bar 5), asking them to sing the bass line for the first reprise.12  
 
This active bass line clearly supports harmonic function and phrase structure while featuring some 
melodic and rhythmic variety and providing a good contrapuntal pair to the right hand. The C-sharp 
in bar 3 forces students to consider a decision regarding solfège syllables (is it a Fi or a Ti?).  When I 
introduced this activity, we had already studied modulation but students were not yet used to singing 
and transcribing modulating phrases—the succinct first reprise provided some convenient additional 
practice.  We continue with a tentative harmonic analysis based solely on the chords most likely to 
occur for each note of the bass. For eighteenth-century music, melodic patterns in the bass correlate 
strongly with specific harmonies; learning those associations by memorizing typical bass patterns 
improves students’ ability to analyze music visually and aurally.13 Some basic principles of typical 
bass-line behavior manifest themselves clearly in this line, in which every note and melodic interval is 
tonally meaningful (such as steps and leaps of a third prolonging harmonic function, with larger leaps 
signaling stronger cadential gestures).  
 
Regarding the melody, except for three octave leaps (with marked motivic identity) and a few leaps 
involving members of the tonic triad, the right hand proceeds by step: one can take advantage of this 
melodic simplicity with an exercise in melodic transcription (either in written form or as a solfège 
sing-along). After finishing the transcription and discussion of the trajectory of the first reprise, I 
played the entire movement and asked students to identify by ear the sequence in bars 5–6, the 
 
12 On the importance of exposing students frequently to characteristic bass lines through singing and dictation, see 
Elisabeth Sayrs, “The Case for More Bass in the Aural Skills Curriculum,” paper presented at Pedagogy into Practice 
(Santa Barbara, 2019). 
 
13 Sánchez-Kisielewska, “The Rule of the Octave.” 
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deceptive cadence in bar 8, and the overall structure of the piece, as a review of types and 
characteristics of binary form.  
 
Since musical events are highly condensed in this aphoristic movement, students can access and 
comprehend its entire formal structure, including the large-scale tonal trajectory of tonal departure 
and return, with relative ease and in a short time. Although this certainly applies to a great number of 
pieces in small binary and ternary form, I find that the transparency of texture and the wealth of 
information provided by the walking bass make this sonata a particularly effective example. 
 
IV. Learning by imitation: Sonata in C major, Hob. XVI:3 
 
Eighteenth-century musicians considered the minuet an adequate entry point into the study of 
composition, a spirit echoed by the many instructors who currently include a minuet composition 
project in music theory courses.14 My pedagogical approach to this project shares the historically-
informed perspective of Stefan Eckert and uses some of his strategies and materials.15 Like Eckert, I 
begin by reading in class an excerpt  some from the beginning of Riepel’s Anfangsgründe zur 
musicalischen Setzkunst, in which the master and the student discuss the problems of a faulty 
minuet. (A dramatized reading easily brings to life a material that may otherwise seem obscure.) Also 
like Eckert, I present some of Mozart’s very early minuets (K. 1–7) as models and derive from them 
several conventions typical of the style. Although students enjoy engaging with the work of a five-year 
old Mozart, they often turn to more complex motives and rhythms for their own compositions: the 
juvenile pieces fall short as models for this exercise. The minuets from Haydn’s early sonatas provide 
prototypical examples that are still accessible for a first-year theory course while somewhat more 
inspiring, revealing a more developed compositional craft and offering students a broader range of 
rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic materials. 
 
14 Riepel famously noted that “a Minuet …is no different from a concerto, and aria, or a symphony” and recommends to 
begin with the “very small and trifling simply in order to obtain something bigger and more praiseworthy.” 
Anfangsgründe zur Musicalischen Setzkunst, 1. Band De Rhytmopoeïa oder von der Tactordnung (Augsburg,1752), 1. 
For a critical approach to the Minuet Composition Project, see Nancy Rogers, “Modernizing the Minuet Composition 
Project,” Journal of Music Theory Pedagogy 27 (2013): 71–109. 
 
15 “‘So, You Want to Write a Minuet?’—Historical Perspectives in Teaching Theory.” Music Theory Online 11 (2).  
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The minuets found in Haydn’s early sonatas offer abundant opportunities to practice with scaffolded 
assignments, before students write their own minuets from scratch. I describe below a series of 
activities motivated by the minuet of the Sonata in C major Hob. XVI:3 (Example 4); additional 
suitable examples can be found in other early keyboard sonatas, all of which include a minuet. 
Activities were organized in four, relatively independent stages: transcription, composition, self-
reflection, and large-scale issues.  
 
Example 4: Haydn Keyboard Sonata (Partita) in C major, Hob. XVI:3/iii, bars 1–24 
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Starting with a melodic transcription ensures active listening early on. The melody of this minuet 
presents some challenges, such as modulation and accidentals, but students can overcome these 
difficulties by relying on familiar patterns. For example, the modulation begins in bar 4 with a varied 
repetition of the motive from the onset of the movement (e’’-d’’-e’’-f’’-g’’), this time exchanging F-
natural for F-sharp. Having heard the diatonic version first, knowing that modulation is expected in 
the genre, and hearing three instances of the motive in the first reprise, students find in this phrase an 
accessible example for the transcription of modulating melodies. The sequence after the repeat sign is 
another variant of the Fonte (a very specific and common version of the descending-fifths sequence 
whose prototypical form is diagrammed in Figure 2), a pattern that students have already learned at 
this point. I used an audio file containing only the right-hand part (audio only available for online 
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After working on the melodic transcription, I asked students to compose a bass line to accompany the 
melody. This activity requires students to rely on their knowledge of counterpoint and harmonic 
syntax. The majority of students aptly identify and harmonize accordingly cadences and key areas, but 
the average composed bass line leaves significant room for improvement. When students completed 
their own left-hand part, they listened to Haydn’s sonata (unedited but without the score) and wrote a 
self-reflection on how their left-hand part differed from Haydn’s. This activity aimed towards 
practicing aural skills and evaluating possible reasons behind Haydn choices. Three common trends 
emerged in the reflections. First, students observed that Haydn’s line was smoother and more melodic 
at the beginning the phrase, whereas they used more leaps and conceived the left hand harmonically. 
Second, students used G in the bass profusely in bars 5–6, whereas Haydn used a first-inversion 
chord and reserved the stronger root position dominant for the cadence. Third, most students failed 
14 
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to identify the dominant prolongation in bars 13–16, signaled by the alternation of 5-3 and 6-4 
sonorities (even though we had discussed the technique recently in the context of rounded binary 
form). By summarizing and emphasizing in class these differences between students’ bass lines and 
the original, we preemptively addressed typical problems that I had encountered in the keyboard 
minuet project in previous years. 
 
Finally, the last component of the activity addressed issues of form, as I asked students to describe the 
overall structure of the movement (including the Trio) using proper terminology to characterize form, 
phrase type, cadences, and harmonic techniques—all without score. With this summary, students 
arrived at a catalogue of strategies ready to be adapted to their own minuets. This minuet and trio 
provide a paradigmatic illustration of classical form (two rounded binary forms with prototypical 
contrasting middles, one structured as a sentence and the other as a period) and galant schemata 
(Fonte, Ponte, rule of the octave). 
 
V. Conclusion  
 
The demands of the music theory curriculum are growing (especially in terms of repertoire diversity) 
while the dedicated in-class time is often shrinking. Thus, I am not advocating here for teaching more 
augmented sixth chords, composing more minuets, adding more piano sonatas to our class playlists, 
or even exchanging some of them for the early ones by Haydn. But for those curricula in which the 
harmonic and formal language of the common-practice period still plays a significant role, the early 
keyboard sonatas provide a rich source of effective musical examples that have been often 
overlooked—arguably as a result from the reception of Haydn’s piano sonatas altogether. In the 
preface to the Wiener Urtext edition of Haydn’s keyboard sonatas, Robert Levin observes: “When 
Christa Landon first published her edition of the complete piano sonatas in 1966, Haydn’s sonata 
oeuvre still stood completely in the shadow of those of Mozart and Beethoven.”16 From a performance 
perspective, James Taggart referred to this repertoire as an “untapped goldmine.”17 The exploratory 
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survey I mentioned in the first part of this article suggests that, from the standpoint of music theory 
pedagogy, these works remain largely untapped and overshadowed. Music theory instructors and 
textbook authors can mine these pieces for effective examples to teach multiple concepts at once, 
engage aural analysis as a central component of the music theory classroom, and accomplish several 
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